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Purpose of Talk

Describe benefits of self-report behavioral 
questionnaires
Present limitations of data collected through 
self-report questionnaires 



Benefits of Self-report Questionnaires

Easy to administer to many  
Consistent administration
Large amount of information
Cost effective
Discrete (relatively)
Accurate information (relatively)



Accuracy Limitations of Self-report 
Questionnaires

Dependent on respondent/donor 
Dependent on good question design



Respondents….

Are informants
Reference aspects of their lives
Interpret questions in regard to their own 
personal experience and understandings
Are not necessarily aware of the intent or 
purpose of the question
May not be familiar with scientific words or 
abstract concepts 



Good Question Design

Is relevant to the overall purpose
Accounts for respondents’ perspectives
Accounts for cognitive processes used in 
question response



Question Evaluation Methods

Cognitive Interviews
Vignettes
Focus Groups



Cognitive Interviewing Objectives

Identify potential response errors related to 
question design
Understand why and how errors might occur
– Differing interpretations
– Memory difficulty
– Assessment errors
– Insufficient response categories



Cognitive Interviewing Objectives

Identify socio-cultural factors that might 
impact the question response
– Level of education  
– Socio-economic status
– Cultural beliefs
– Racial, ethnic, gender identities
– Access to knowledge and resources



“In the past 12 months, have you had sexual 
contact with a person who has hepatitis?”

Probes used to explore:
– How people interpret “sexual contact”
– Whether they know anyone who has hepatitis, and 

what sort of contact they have with this person
– What time frame they thought of while answering

Interviews are tape-recorded, transcribed, 
analyzed qualitatively 



Examined Deferral Questions

In the past 12 months have you
– Had sexual contact with a prostitute or anyone 

else who takes money or drugs or other payment 
for sex?

– Had sexual contact with anyone who has ever 
used needles to take drugs or steroids or anything 
not prescribed by their doctor?

– Had a tattoo?
– Had ear or body piercing?



Examined Deferral Questions

From 1977 to the present, have you
– Received money, drugs or other payment for sex?
– Male donors: had sexual contact with another 

male, even once?

Have you EVER 
– Used needles to take drugs, steroids or anything 

not prescribed by your doctor?



Factors Impacting Response Accuracy

Sensitive or stigmatizing behaviors
– Under report for interviewer-administered surveys
– Little information from cognitive interviews



Factors Impacting Response Accuracy

Motivation
– Potential perception of “being turned away”
– Little information from cognitive interviews



Factors Impacting Response Accuracy

Literacy



Factors Impacting Response Accuracy

Respondent Burden
– Lengthy questionnaire
– Long questions
– Complex questions combining multiple concepts



Factors Impacting Response Accuracy

Time frame 
– Recall difficulty
– Format problems



Factors Impacting Response Accuracy

Respondent’s Knowledge
1. Question asks unknown information 

In the past 12 months have you…

Had sexual contact with a prostitute or anyone else who 
takes money or drugs or other payment for sex?

Had sexual contact with anyone who has ever used needles 
to take drugs or steroids or anything not prescribed by their 
doctor?



Factors Impacting Response Accuracy

Respondent’s Knowledge
1. Question asks unknown information
2. Different ways of interpreting key words 

From 1977 to the present, have you…

Received money, drugs or other payment for sex?

Had sexual contact with another male, even once? (Male 
donors)



Factors Impacting Response Accuracy

Donor’s Knowledge and Understanding of Risk
1. Question asks unknown information
2. Different ways of interpreting key words 
3. Differing perceptions of risk and why a question 

is important



Conclusion

Valuable as an initial screener
Improvements to question design improves 
accuracy 
Donor education improves accuracy


